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ABSTRACT 
In a context of increasing linguistic diversity and political uncertainty in Catalonia, this article 
reports on a research project which set out to explore the attitudes of members of six pro-
independence sociopolitical organizations operating in the city of Girona toward Catalan and 
Spanish. On the basis of six focus groups and ten narrative interviews, this articles analyses 
the respondents’ language attitudes using Ruiz’s (1984, 2010) framework of language-as-a-
problem and language-as-a-resource. Four themes emerge in the informants’ discussion of 
Catalan and Spanish: ‘Marker of Difference’, ‘(Potential) Social Cohesion’, ‘Imposition’ and 
‘Multilingualism as-a-resource’. The comments of the respondents indicate that Catalan and 
Spanish continue to be mobilized in diverse and varied combinations for a wide range of 
purposes in Catalonia.  





Actitudes hacia el lenguaje en Catalunya: Una perspectiva contemporánea vista desde un 
enfoque de las organizaciones sociológicas y pro-independentistas. 
RESUMEN 
En un contexto de incremento de la diversidad cultural e inestabilidad política en Catalunya, 
este artículo aporta conocimiento a través de un proyecto de investigación que explora las 
actitudes de miembros de seis organizaciones sociológicas independentistas que trabajan a 
través del castellano y el catalán en la ciudad de Girona. Considerando seis grupos de 
discusión y diez entrevistas narrativas, este artículo analiza las respuestas usando el marco 
teórico de Ruiz (1984, 2010), que entiende el lenguaje como un problema y como un recurso. 
Así, en el debate acerca del catalán y el castellano se han encontrado cuatro puntos 
emergentes: “Marcador de diferencia”, “Cohesión social”, “Imposición” y “Multilingüismo 
como recurso”. Las aportaciones de los participantes concluyen que el catalán y el español 
coexisten en movimiento a través de combinaciones variadas y diversas para un amplio rango 
de propósitos en Catalunya.  








With a population of more than 7.5 million, Catalonia’s sociolinguistic situation is of great 
interest because it has features that make it different from that of other societies, with the 
coexistence of a medium-sized language, Catalan, and a much larger language, Spanish. In the 
region, both languages are official and have similar vitality. However, the concepts of 
‘majority’ and ‘minority’ language are blurred in Catalonia, varying spatially in terms of group 
status, power and size, depending on the context in question. In addition, Catalan is one of the 
most widely used regional languages in the European Union and more than 6 million Catalan 
speakers reside in the autonomous community of Catalonia (Puigdevall et al. 2018: 447). As 
such, the case of Catalan is often cited as one of the most successful cases of language 
revitalization models in Europe (Newman et al. 2013).  
Catalonia represents an auspicious place for sociolinguistic research, with language and 
identity in the region facing major new problems and possibilities in a globalized world. For 
example, the processes associated with globalization have seen Catalonia become an 
ethnolinguistically diverse region where traditional language practices associated with 
different communities have become dislocated from fixed positions of time and space. Linked 
to this, paths and spaces for identity formation are being taken in new directions, questioning 
the traditional homogeneous and static notions of identity (Heller 2006). Woolard (2016) notes 
that language attitudes in Catalonia are adhering to a trajectory, in that there continues to be a 
shift in ethnolinguistic identity to an anti-essentialist approach to the language with greater 
equanimity to language choice in general. However, this evolution may be more transitional 
and fluid in nature rather than a completed process.  
To understand the local dimension, the current study is situated in Girona, a city that 
has been labelled the heartland of Catalan nationalism (Lepič 2017). The majority of empirical 
research in this field has been carried out, with few exceptions (see e.g., Pujolar 2007), in 
Barcelona or outlying larger towns. It is at the local level where the nation crystallizes for 
individuals via national channels (Quiroga 2014). Thus, focusing on members of pro-
independence sociopolitical organizations in a local setting allows for the researcher to ‘[…] 
bridge historical, political and social perspectives to show how national identities are produced 




Girona is situated 99 km north-east of Barcelona. The city is the capital of the comarca 
(county) of Gironès and the larger Girona Province. It has a population of 101,852 inhabitants. 
Immigration flows over the last fifteen years have increased the numbers living in the city. The 
total number of foreign immigrants now stands at approximately 18% of the population 
(IDESCAT 2019). In terms of language knowledge and use in Girona, 89,279 (90.16%) of the 
population of the city claim to understand Catalan and 74,991 (75.73%) claim to speak Catalan. 
4,067 (4.1%) residents claim not to understand the language (IDESCAT 2017). In relation to 
the self-determination referendum held on October 1 2017, 30,686 votes were cast in the city. 
From this number, 28,965 (94.39%) individuals voted ‘yes’ and 1,106 (3.62%) voted ‘no’ for 
an independent Catalonia (Generalitat de Catalunya 2017). 
This article presents the results of focus groups and narrative interviews that I 
conducted with members of six pro-independence organizations in Girona in the months that 
preceded the controversial self-determination referendum that took place on 1 October 2017. I 
report on their attitudes toward Catalan and Spanish. Four of the six organizations were civic, 
namely, Ateneu d’Acció Cultural (ADAC), Assemblea Nacional Catalana (ANC), Ateneu 24 
de Juny and Súmate. In addition, two political parties, Candidatura d’Unitat Popular (CUP) 
and Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC), agreed to contribute to this study. These 
organizations were the focus of this investigation because, in general, sociopolitical 
organizations not only reflect the political, ideological or cultural philosophy embraced by their 
participants but they can also reflect wider societal views on what a community or society 
might or should become in the future (Ceresa 2017: 5–7).  
I adopted Garrett’s (2010) construction of attitude, who defines an attitude as an 
evaluative orientation to a social object of some sort. The ‘object’ in question in Garrett’s 
definition is language. The data, as I shall describe, showed the coexistence and articulation of 
different attitudes toward languages representing dimensions of mobility, migration, fluidity 
and hybridity. The findings of this investigation appear to be heightened by the current situation 
in Catalonia, with the steady rise of independentism in the region and the ongoing tensions 
between state and regional governments (Woolard 2016). These findings can be usefully 
theorized in terms of Ruiz’s (1984, 2010) ‘orientations’ toward language(s) framework, which 
highlight the contradictory paradigms of language-as-a-problem and language-as-a-resource. 






The link between individuals’ social and political positions and their views on language are 
complex and multifaceted and these relationships are always embedded in and mediated by 
larger political economic processes (Garrett 2010: 84). Related to this is the relationship 
between the intrapersonal attitude and the socially-derived intellectualized ideology. Woolard 
and Schieffelin (1994) argue that ideologies are often viewed as a type of macro attitude that 
function at an individualistic and group level, whereas attitudes tend to be related to specific 
objects and are held by individuals. Given this, studying individuals’ language attitudes permits 
for an examination of the relationship between language(s) and society (Garrett 2010: 142–
143).  
Ruiz’s (1984, 2010) ‘orientations’ toward language(s) framework was particularly 
useful in understanding the complex paradoxes of the multilingual situation in Catalonia 
against the backdrop of the independence movement. These orientations refer to ‘[…] a 
complex of dispositions toward language and its role, and toward languages and their role in 
society’ (Ruiz 1984: 16). These dispositions, ‘[…] may be largely unconscious and pre-rational 
because they are the most fundamental level of arguments about language’ (ibid.). Ruiz adds 
that an understanding of these orientations can be used to discover: 
the ways we talk about language and language issues, they determine the basic 
questions we ask. [Additionally,] orientations are related to language attitudes in that 
they constitute the framework in which attitudes are formed: they help to delimit the 
range of acceptable attitudes towards language, and to make certain attitudes 
legitimate. In short, orientations determine what is thinkable about language in 
society. 
(Ruiz 1984: 16) 
Under the language-as-a-resource view, multilingualism is not problematic but rather an 
enrichment of the sociocultural life of a community and acquiring more than one language 
becomes something to be envied and sought after. This perspective argues that languages 
should not be pitted against each other in an either minority language or majority language 
conflict; rather, the ability for speakers to develop advanced bilingualism in both a national 




Conversely, the language-as-a-problem orientation constructs multilingualism as an 
obstacle to the progress and efficiency of a community and assumes that, ‘[…] minority-
language speakers have a handicap to overcome and that they need to be assimilated to the 
majority language in order to cope with the problem’ (Jeon 2003: 133). Baker (2011: 376) 
posits that a part of the language-as-a-problem orientation is that language minorities and 
linguistic diversity have the potential to result in less integration, less cohesiveness, more 
antagonism and more conflict in society. This orientation is often associated with the ‘one-
language-one-nation’ ideology, where language diversity is seen to be a threat to the 
homogenous and monolingual nation-state (Jeon 2003: 133). This ideology is not only true of 
nation-states but also of sub-state nations where the prioritization of one language is a common 
practice (Heller 2006: 9).  
METHODS 
Due to the complexity of language attitudes, multi-method research is now common practice 
(Portolés-Falomir 2015). Therefore, I selected two qualitative research methods to collect data 
in this study, namely focus groups and narrative interviews. Through employing these 
methodological tools, this study aimed to go beyond simple description and get at the nature 
of linguistic, social and political phenomena in Girona.  
Focus groups were the first data collection tool employed in the current study.1 Thirty-
six respondents contributed to the focus groups in total (Table 1).2 The majority of the research 
participants were older (40+ years old). This may have been because older people demonstrate 
a proclivity to become involved in social/civic and sociopolitical movements (Serrat et al. 
2016: 170). The focus groups were conducted in Catalan, although there were occasions when 
participants briefly switched codes to English or Spanish. 





ADAC 4 1 3 
CUP 6 2 4 
Ateneu 24 de Juny 5 1 4 
Súmate 9 3 6 




ERC 4 1 3 
The focus groups took place between March 2017 and July 2017. In all the focus groups the 
researcher acted as the moderator. I adopted a passive nondirective approach, whereby only 
enough questions or enough probes were used to keep the discussion going and interjection by 
the moderator was kept to a minimum (Frey and Fontana 1993).  
Photos (or images) may provide a technique for ‘[…] bridging the culturally distinct 
worlds of the researcher and the researched’ (Samuels 2007: 199). Thus, the focus groups 
included a number of simple visual/textual prompts. These prompts included images of graffiti 
and official or commercial signage that had been ‘corrected’ in a ‘bottom-up’ manner (Figure 
1). I collected the prompts from the linguistic landscape of Girona between September 2016 
and March 2017. Moriarty notes that ‘The LL [linguistic landscape] provides important clues 
to the nature of multilingualism in the community and often provides a more accurate account 
of the lived sociolinguistic reality of a given community than official language policies do’ 
(Moriarty 2014: 457). 
 
Figure 1. Photograph, ‘Montse Venturós (Mayor of Berga) We are with you. Independence! 
(November 2016). 
Narrative interviews comprised the second methodological tool employed in this 
research.3 For this study, the narrative interview as described by Riessman (2008: 7–10) was 
considered the most appropriate method as it emphasizes the importance of the social and 
political context and how it can affect interviewees during the research process. The narrative 
interviews took place between April 2017 and July 2017. Ten informants from the focus groups 
agreed to contribute to the narrative interview: two each from the ADAC, CUP, Ateneu 24 de 
Juny and ANC and one from both the ERC and Súmate. A single interview was conducted with 




I adopted a purposive sampling strategy, which allowed me to choose organizations for 
the focus groups with specific characteristics that could act as rich sources of data (Denscombe 
2014). Initially, eight pro-independence organizations in Girona were contacted. However, two 
groups had to withdraw from the research due to time and logistical constraints. A brief outline 
of the organizations that contributed to this research can be found in Table 2. Independence 
organizations were contacted through e-mail and the focus groups were conducted in the weeks 
that followed the initial contact. Informants for the narrative interviews were self-selected, 
insofar as they decided whether they wanted to volunteer to contribute to the study. It may, of 
course, be the case that there was an element of selection ‘bias’ for the narrative interviews, in 
that the recruitment procedures may have attracted the attention of those who felt particularly 
strongly about the situation in Catalonia. 
Table 2. Organization Profiles. 
Name Description 
ADAC Ateneu d’Acció Cultural (ADAC) was established in 1981 to 
maintain, fight for and preserve the Catalan language and culture 
through the provision of language classes in Girona. More recently, 
it has become active in organizing different demonstrations, rallies 
and protests in Girona. 
ANC Assemblea Nacional Catalana (ANC) is a civic association that was 
founded in 2011. ANC states that its central objective is the 
independence of Catalonia through democratic means. ANC has 
been at the centre of the push for independence in Catalonia, 
engaging in several high-profile campaigns and demonstrations. 
Ateneu 24 de Juny The pro-independence organization, Ateneu 24 de Juny was 
established as a space where people could come to discuss and debate 
issues relating to Catalan independence and the Catalan language. It 
claims that it is not aligned with any political party, although its 
members do state that they are leftist. 
Súmate Founded in 2013, Súmate is a non-political, pro-independence civic 
organization for individuals who speak Spanish and/or claim Spanish 
heritage. Súmate seeks to increase support for Catalan independence 





CUP Candidatura d’Unitat Popular (CUP) is a left-wing, pro-
independence political party in Catalonia. CUP calls for an 
independent Catalonia through the principle of self-determination. It 
is also strongly in favour of the defence of the Catalan language in 
the public and private spheres throughout Catalonia. 
ERC Founded in 1931, Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC) 
propagates a leftist or centre leftist ideology and it is deeply rooted 
in the Catalan nationalist movement. Catalan is the vehicular 
language of many members of the party; although it actively engages 
with speakers of other languages (primarily Spanish speakers) to 
expand its base and the overall support for independence in 
Catalonia.  
Following other recent applications of thematic data analysis in the context of language 
attitudes in Catalonia, such as Newman et al. (2013: 198), I employed this method to identify 
the most salient categories to emerge from the data. Thematic analysis is flexible enough to 
provide deep and detailed descriptive accounts of complex data, while at the same time 
providing room for interpretation (Nowell et al. 2017: 2). I treated the data from the focus 
groups and narrative interviews as a single collection of texts and the six-stage guide to 
thematic analysis was adhered to, which provided a detailed description of the phenomena 
under investigation (Clarke and Braun 2013: 122).  
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
In all of the focus groups and narrative interviews, the role of Catalan and Spanish in 
contemporary Catalonia provoked passionate debate, which was unsurprising, given the 
sensitivities about the role of the languages in Catalonia and the contentious referendum that 
was due to take place close to the period of data collection. It was evident that the 
overwhelming majority of respondents maintained positive attitudes toward the Catalan 
language and it was frequently framed as-a-resource for a number of different reasons whereas 





The discussion of Catalan was quite striking in a number of ways. On the one hand, many of 
the respondents expressed the same sort of fundamentally positive attitudes toward Catalan as 
those reported in other qualitative studies (see e.g., Puigdevall et al. 2018). However, perhaps 
reflecting the unique period at the time of data collection, positive attitudes toward Catalan 
were framed around the language’s ability to serve as a marker of difference between Catalonia 
and the Spanish state. In addition, respondents framed Catalan as-a-resource that could bind a 
heterogeneous society together through democratic linguistic practices, promoting the 
multilingual and multicultural composition of Catalan society. These motifs will be discussed 
under two headings: ‘Marker of Difference’ and ‘(Potential) Social Cohesion’. 
Marker of Difference 
Many of the respondents viewed Spaniards and Catalans as separate national and homogenous 
groups, with the presence of a ‘us-the nation’ and ‘them-the foreigners’ discourse. This 
perception is frequently found in contexts of minoritized languages (Walsh and O’Rourke 
2014). As Lepič contends: 
The commemorated legacy of attempts to coercively homogenize Catalan 
ethnicity/culture by the Spanish state serves as a means of group definition and 
delimitation with the ‘us and them’ division as a rhetorical tool that utilises past 
grievances against centralizing tendencies to awaken Catalan national identity.  
        Lepič (2017: 193) 
The comments below provide us with an insight into the ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy, with one 
informant stating the following: 
Èric: It is not a racial issue, it is not a religious issue, it is not a question of superiority 
or inferiority. It is a question centred on the language. It’s like the distinguishing 
fact.  




In the excerpt above, the Catalan language clearly served as a means to distinguish Catalonia 
from Spain. The following informant adds to this conceptualization of the language, stating that 
Catalan was the main marker of difference between Spaniards and Catalans. 
Nicolau: Catalan is a symbol. It’s what gives us our identity and makes us unique. It 
unites us and distinguishes us from others. I consider it the most basic element, the 
soul of our nation.  
(Focus Group, ANC) 
Another informant stated: 
Flor: Catalonia wouldn’t exist as a nation if it wasn’t for the Catalan language. It’s 
what unites and what has united us against the invader and the so-called enemy. 
(Narrative Interview, ANC) 
The comments above suggest that Catalan was constructed as a visible emblem of Catalan 
national identity and that Catalan society may not be completely moving toward a loss of 
ethnolinguistic divisions. Such a conceptualization reflects elements of romantic nationalism, 
whereby language is the defining factor of the nation. As such, some of the research findings 
contradict Woolard’s (2016: 25) claim that Catalan is becoming an increasingly ‘anonymous 
language’, where a language is an unmarked neutral public variety, that can be used equally by 
everyone in a society precisely because the language belongs to no-one-in-particular. 
Therefore, what Ianos et al. (2017: 124–25) identify as the ‘de-traditionalization’ of Catalan, 
located in its nucleus in Barcelona, may be less prominent in areas like Girona and further 
afield. 
Positive evaluations of Catalan were framed around the language’s role in constructing 
a unique ‘refuge of identifiable meaning’, with Catalan serving as a means to distinguish 
Catalonia from Spain and resist Spanish hegemony (Castells 2010: 56). When discussing 
language and culture, respondents often referred to Catalonia as a self-contained entity, which 
served to underscore linguistic and cultural differences correlated to geographical distance. 
Thus, Catalan acted as a symbolic resource in the construction of a ‘differentiated identity’ 
between Catalonia and Spain, serving not only to provide a sense of ‘who we are’ but perhaps 




(Potential) Social Cohesion 
Carbonell (2018) argues that in the face of the isolationist temptations to set Catalan identity 
against Spanish identity, modern Catalonia must not ignore the social composition of Catalonia 
and the origins of a large part of the population. Reflecting this, the current investigation found 
that the Catalan language was constructed as a unifying element within Catalonia, one that 
served to bind together a heterogeneous society. Such a construction mirrors elements of 
Woolard’s (2016) conceptualization of an ‘anonymous language’. In the comments below, the 
role of Catalan in bringing people together in a sense of community is emphasized: 
Flor: It’s what one feels. It’s something you have so deep inside yourself that just for 
the fact of speaking Catalan in a time that you mightn’t have had much affinity with 
other people or you might have not met them if it wasn’t because the language 
brought us together […] It’s part of an emotion. 
(Narrative Interview, ANC) 
Another informant voiced her pride that Catalan now acted as a link between people of different 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds in the region. 
Meritxell: I think that the language has always been and will simply continue to be 
a distinguishing characteristic of Catalonia as a country. The Catalan language is a 
very important part of our culture, it’s a means of communication and cohesion.  
(Focus Group, CUP) 
 Another focus group participant stated the following: 
Sergi: I believe that it [Catalan] is obviously a fundamental part of our identity and 
I think that it must be preserved and must be defended like any other language, but 
it cannot be exclusionary. Also, we cannot discriminate against certain Catalans 
because they don’t speak Catalan, or don’t speak it so well. We have taken the path 
where Catalan is used by almost everyone, so it is becoming an increasingly 
widespread and a stronger language.  




For the respondents, Catalan served to foster social cohesion in a Catalonia that was becoming 
increasingly diverse, with the language serving to bind groups together as collectives or 
communities. The comments above echo the argument that Catalonia tends to be more 
inclusionary, with language, not race, the major factor of integration for the region’s 
multicultural society (Woolard 2016: 5). 
Discussing Spanish 
Language attitudes are rarely focused on just the language in question (Garrett 2010: 16). In 
this investigation, the Spanish language was associated with repression, Francoism and a 
retrograde Spanish state. However, there was also evidence of positive attitudes. These issues 
are examined under the motifs: ‘Imposition’ and ‘Multilingualism as-a-resource’. 
Imposition 
Research on language attitudes is connected to larger sociopolitical, sociocultural and socio-
economic contexts (Garrett 2010: 16). Considering this, negative comments in relation to 
Spanish were not directly aimed at the language but rather at a range of attitudinal topics. 
Negative attitudes seemed to originate from the perceived imposition of the language in 
Catalonia, both in a historical and contemporary sense. Respondents maintained that the 
language was being imposed on Catalan society by state bodies. As one interviewee put it: 
Pere: The problem with the Spanish is that they try to impose the Spanish language 
before the Catalan language. The French State has no ability to repeal any laws 
passed in the Parliament of Catalonia because we’re two different states, aren’t we? 
[…] The biggest attack comes from the Spanish state because we are in it. 
(Narrative Interview, ADAC) 
Roger believed that the situation regarding the treatment of Catalan in Catalonia was at its 
worst:  
Roger: Since there has been democracy, things have gotten much worse and we are 
at a moment that might be worse than Franco’s time!  




The data showed that there was a sense among the informants that Spanish was being imposed 
on Catalonia in order to create a cultural and linguistic homogenous state. Much of the 
discussion about the role of the Spanish language in Catalonia was prompted when Figure 2 
was introduced into the focus groups.  
 
Figure 2. Photograph, ‘In Catalan! Exclusive use of firefighters’ (in Spanish) (August 2016). 
When discussing Figure 2, the informants of the ANC focus group argued that the public 
use of the languages in Catalonia was unequal, with the imposition of Spanish in the region by 
state authorities. 
Iker: To me this is an example of language activism against the imposition of 
Spanish, of demanding the use of Catalan, the national language of Catalonia.  
(Focus Group, ANC) 
Lluc: When was this taken? Because it depends.  
(Focus Group, ANC) 
Iker: It is mandatory that it is written in Spanish. The Spanish government 
specifically requires that the fire extinguishers and all emergency exit signs are in 
Spanish, which means that there are many laws that force the use of Spanish in 
Catalonia. Then there are people who disobey them and write in Catalan […] But a 




the norm, many had to use markers or sprays, and to take direct action. Many have 
been jailed for it too.  
(Focus Group, ANC) 
It was apparent that Catalan was used as a form of resistance for many of the interviewees to 
counter the perceived attacks on the language by the Spanish government. The view that 
Spanish was being imposed in Catalonia was particularly prevalent when the informants 
discussed the use of Spanish in public domains and spaces. In terms of a linguistic hierarchy, 
the presence (or absence) of a language in the public space makes a statement about the validity 
and vitality of the language in question (Marten et al. 2011: 7). Informants expressed their 
dissatisfaction that, as they perceived it, Spanish was becoming more prominent and 
widespread in Catalonia to the detriment of Catalan. It was clear that the continued use of 
Spanish across a range of domains marked which language was dominant and which language 
was not, with Spanish currently occupying the more dominant role according to the informants. 
Multilingualism as-a-resource 
There were also positive evaluations of Spanish. It was perceived as a stronger language in 
terms of the number of speakers globally and learning it had the potential to provide more 
economic opportunities for speakers. If an individual was new to Catalonia it was perhaps more 
pragmatic to learn Spanish over Catalan. For example: 
Èric: I would prefer, in theory, a Catalonia where everyone was bilingual. We would 
speak in Catalan and also know how to speak Spanish. If you see a Spanish person 
speaking in Spanish because he does not know Catalan, or a tourist that knows 
Spanish, […] I can adapt to this situation, because this person will have more 
opportunities. I don’t see it as a problem.  
(Narrative Interview, Súmate) 
In the excerpt above, there was some emphasis placed on the value of Spanish as a global 
language and an element of what Heller (2008: 516) calls the ‘commodification of language’, 
whereby Spanish is valued for its ability to compete effectively on international markets. Many 
of the respondents also discussed the strength of the Spanish language and their admiration and 




Alba: I believe we must continue protecting it [the Catalan language], always 
respecting the Spanish language because it’s a great culture. But of course, in this 
case we need to be more drastic, not rude or impertinent. If I have to communicate 
in Spanish, I speak it, you know?  
(Narrative Interview, ANC) 
The ability to speak both Spanish and Catalan was constructed as positive and 
beneficial. From this perspective, informants frequently stated that they were ‘lucky’ to know 
two languages. The notion of multilingualism as-a-resource was a prominent theme to emerge 
from the data. As the second most spoken language worldwide and the national language of 
Spain, Spanish seemed to be considered a useful communicative tool and had an instrumental 
value attached to it (Newman et al. 2013). The data suggested Spanish is valued for its ability 
to compete effectively on international markets. In other words, languages that may not be seen 
as-a-resource at the regional or local level (in this case Spanish in Girona), could hold unique 
value (inter)nationally for different groups (Ruiz 1984, 2010). Despite the general acceptance 
that it may be more pragmatic to learn Spanish, many of the informants stressed that they would 
prefer if everyone in Catalonia was bilingual. The Spanish language was also seen as the 
stronger language in comparison to Catalan, and many of the respondents discussed their 
admiration and respect for Spanish culture. From this perspective, the data suggested that 
Spanish was constructed as a language for international communication whereas Catalan 
seemed to carry more value for its local communicative function. The instrumental value 
associated with Spanish, both commercially and in terms of number of speakers, is consistent 
with previous research conducted in Catalonia (Ianos et al. 2017). 
CONCLUSION 
The sociopolitical situation in Catalonia at the time of data collection introduced a complexity 
and coexistence of the language-as-a-problem and language-as-a-resource orientations. The 
interviewees constructed and negotiated a diverse range of linguistic and national identities 
where neither Catalan nor Spanish were able to unambiguously fulfil the functions of a ‘voice 
from somewhere’ or a ‘voice from nowhere’ (Woolard 2016: 22–25). From this perspective, 
positive evaluations of Catalan were centred around its ability to act as a marker of 
differentiation from Spain and Spanish culture. Catalan served as the principal and most 




an aggressive recentralization process in the region. In addition, the findings reflect the 
assertion that in Catalonia there is now an appreciation of the Catalan language not only as an 
ethnonationalist marker but also as a tool to engender harmony, social unity and universality 
in an increasingly hybrid community.  
In terms of the Spanish language, the analysis revealed a discourse of continued 
repression and provocation from the Spanish central government in the early twenty-first 
century, where languages played a central role in the nationalistic tensions between Spain and 
Catalonia. The linguistic subjugation of Catalan, according to the informants, seemed to have 
intensified in recent years as calls for an independent Catalonia became more prominent. To a 
large degree, Spanish was associated with a state that repressed Catalan culture, heritage and 
the Catalan language. In this sense, a language-as-a-problem orientation was frequently 
evident in the discourse of the informants when discussing the Spanish language. Nevertheless, 
more positive evaluations were rooted in its instrumental value, and its ability to act as-a-
resource at the state and international level. 
The attitudes revealed in my data seem to contradict the findings in work from other 
minority language contexts such as Jaffe (2007), who posits that ‘on the ground’, there tends 
to be more of the old than the new, whereby informants favoured bridging linguistic 
boundaries, bilingualism, diversity and hybridity (Rodríguez-García et al. 2018: 439). There 
seemed to be much more of a post-modernist discourse, with cosmopolitan attitudes toward 
both Catalan and Spanish present. However, this investigation only provides a snapshot of the 
situation in one city, namely Girona. Considering this, the findings cannot claim to be 
representative of the rest of the Catalan territory. It is difficult to predict how it will play out in 
the future but what does seem sure is that the potential for an independent Catalan state looks 
much more remote in light of recent events. Whatever happens, Catalonia will remain an 
important object of study in the field of nationalism, secession movements and minority 







1 Focus groups facilitate a much more in-depth exploration than quantitative methods and 
participating in a focus group may lead to informants thinking about or talking about 
things that they may not have considered alone (Dörnyei 2007). 
2 Six focus were conducted with members of six different pro-independence 
organizations in Girona. 
3 A narrative interview attempts to find out how people make sense of an event and the 
meaning that they attach to it through the process of event interpretation and re-
interpretation (Riessman 2008: 3). Narratives are seen as a way of communicating 
personal experiences, social events and political and sociohistorical developments 
(Murray 2008: 116). 
4 Pseudonyms are used throughout and details have been removed to anonymize 
informants. 
5 All translations of the original transcripts are my own. 
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